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Five years ago in January 2020, I proposed a new undergraduate art history course on perfor-
mance art for the upcoming fall. At the time, I wanted to challenge the traditional boundaries 
of the art history classroom by integrating embodied, participatory approaches to learning. At 
the small private college where I teach in Central Florida, faculty are given a high degree of 
autonomy in course design, and the scale of our classrooms—typically no more than fifteen 
students—lends itself to this kind of experimentation. As such, I attempted to cast the teach-
ing of performance art history through a critical pedagogical model grounded in phenomenol-
ogy, dialogical exchange, and embodied collectivity. This approach would emphasize the ways 
bodies come to know, sense, and negotiate one another through shared, relational presence, a 
process in which the body is never solely individual but is both subject and medium of lived, 
intersubjective experience.1 
	 In my initial conception for the course, I drew inspiration from the work of Lygia 
Clark, a Brazilian artist who led a series of seminars between 1972 and 1976 with students on 
“gestural communication” at L’Université Paris-Sorbonne.2 To me, her collective and participa-
tory propositions with students seemed like the epitome of critical performance pedagogy—an 
approach rooted in relational and performance-based practices aimed at cultivating critical 
consciousness.3 For three hours twice a week Clark experimented with some thirty students on 
various exercises that explored different intersections of embodiment and sensory experience. 
For one, entitled Anthropophagic Slobber (1969/72), Clark asked students to ingest and spit 
out “slobbered” string, and use it to tie themselves together. Other propositions like Elastic 
Net (1969/72) and Relaxation (1969/72) similarly found students entangled, blindfolded, or 
bound together in collective and sometimes uncomfortable experiences. For Clark and her 
students, such propositions for shared exchange became ways of learning through relational 
and embodied dialogues, namely by recasting intersubjective experiences as critical vehicles for 
thinking about ourselves and each other.4

	 I wanted to bring something of that radical pedagogy to my own students, allowing 
them to take part in similar—and similarly intimate—propositions. I wanted to offer my stu-
dents opportunities for touch and shared experience, which, like Clark, I believed could lead 
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to a deeper understanding of how we perceive and understand the world through our bodies 
and, inversely, how the world acts and makes meaning upon them. I also wanted art history to 
feel tangible and alive, something urgent and lived, rather than distant and dry. After all, the 
historical and contemporary import of performance art lies in the way it animates bodies and 
spaces, especially in relation to wider socio-political structures. The idea, in other words, was to 
learn the power of performance and embodiment together by doing. I wanted to offer a course 
in which students could realize and explore the relational, embodied, uneven, and precarious 
terms of subject formation alongside a more traditional introduction to some histories of per-
formance art (ca. 1900–today).
	 And then the world started to shut down. By March 2020, when the COVID-19 pan-
demic forced a sudden and global reconfiguration of educational norms, my course, already on 
the books for fall 2020, was thrown into uncertainty. A curriculum built on proximity, touch, 
and shared presence now had to be executed under protocols that forbade physical connection. 
The core pedagogical values I had hoped to explore—embodiment and relationality—were 
suddenly reframed as health risks. At the same time, the course felt more urgent than ever.
	 Following my institution’s guidelines, I redesigned the course as a hybrid offering: ap-
proximately ten students would attend class masked and distanced in person, while another 
five joined synchronously via Zoom.5 This bifurcated model presented logistical challenges, 
but it also presented new pedagogical opportunities. On the one hand, a hybrid classroom 
offered a way to think differently about performance art, namely the effects of mediation 
and what it means to witness an event retrospectively and through a screen, a recording, or a 
photograph.6 It helped us foreground questions around presence and absence, inviting us to 
examine how performance art retains—yet also complicates—its claims to immediacy and 
lived experience. On the other hand, a hybrid classroom helped students realize their own 
alienated conditions: that so many of our experiences, and so much of our worldview, are 
shaped and filtered through digital technologies. How might learning about performance art 
via screens highlight the very real distances that separate us from each other and ourselves? And 
how might a hybrid model of learning still help us realize and re-claim our own bodies despite 
conditions of mediated disembodiment? In short, and from these questions, I was no longer 
simply teaching an experiential course on the history of performance art, one inspired by the 
methodologies of performance pedagogy; I was also facilitating an ongoing experiment in how 
performance, as method and subject, might interrogate the very terms of learning and presence 
under constraint.
	 This essay revisits that course as a reflective case study, not to document how we “made 
it work” under exceptional circumstances, but to explore how the constraints of that moment 
brought into relief the deeper stakes of performance pedagogy more broadly. According to Mia 
Perry and Carmen Medina, performance pedagogy emphasizes learning through relational, 
embodied, and participatory practices, in which knowledge emerges as much from the body in 
space and social interaction as from cognitive or textual engagement. It is a pedagogy that fore-
grounds intersubjective experience, critical reflection, and the mutual shaping of participants, 
producing insight through doing rather than through observation alone. As Perry and Medina 
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put it, it considers “the body itself as a place of learning and experience,” and it allows “for stu-
dents to exist and explore as inquiring subjectivities.”7 Similarly, according to Charles Garoian, 
performance pedagogy “represents a liminal space, an aesthetic dimension, wherein socially 
and historically constructed ideas, images, myths, and utopias can be contested and new ones 
constructed as they pertain to students’ experiences of reality and their desires to transform 
that reality.”8 In other words, the stakes of performance pedagogy are not merely pedagogical; 
they are ethical and political, insofar as embodied, relational, and performative engagement 
cultivates awareness of self, others, and the systems and structures shaping our interactions.
	 In what follows, I consider how my students and I attempted to generate shared expe-
rience and critical reflection through performative exercises and assignments, and I consider 
what those experiences and lessons might mean or look like now. While the COVID-19 pan-
demic threw the stakes of performance pedagogy—and the histories of performance art—into 
sharp relief, it also compelled a reckoning with what it means to teach and learn together in 
moments of crisis and change. I argue this course made it possible to come together in new 
and otherwise unforeseen ways, especially at a time when physical togetherness became im-
possible. On the one hand, hybrid learning demanded experimentation with new methodol-
ogies: mediated encounters across screens, collective reflection and discussion, and shared yet 
asynchronous actions—what I call “performance praxes” below. And because students were 
hungry for connection, given the conditions of the pandemic, when we did come together, it 
was with a heightened sense of openness and vulnerability, and a willingness to depart from 
traditional models of learning. On the other hand, the class gave students the opportunity to 
think differently about their realities—how they are felt, negotiated, mediated, differentiated, 
and shared—especially as experiences of distance and technological mediation became visible 
and inescapable. Together, these conditions and the structure of the course made the political 
and phenomenological dimensions of embodied learning newly palpable, both in and beyond 
the hybrid art history classroom.

Learning by Doing, Learning Together
When I realized I had to pivot and rework my original intentions for the course, I focused my 
attention on how best to facilitate community and bodily awareness across digital and physical 
divides. To do so, I structured the course around weekly “performance praxes.” I borrowed the 
terms of “praxis” from the Brazilian critical pedagogue, Paulo Freire, whose seminal book, Ped-
agogy of the Oppressed coalesced pedagogical practice with theoretical concerns regarding a pol-
itics of lived experience and subject formation. However, for Freire, the term “praxis” not only 
integrates theory and practice, but it also lays the foundations for critical consciousness and 
resistance. He articulates the critical consciousness that he locates in praxis as conscientização, 
or conscientization, or dialogical processes that attempt to raise consciousness by reflecting on 
how individuals are “situated” in spatial-temporal conditions of oppression, or what he calls 
“situationality.”9

	 Drawing from these ideas, I designed various praxes, or situated exercises, in which 
students might deepen both self and collective awareness through an explicit engagement with, 
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and recognition of, their own phenomenological experiences. For example, each week, and in 
conjunction with more traditional topic-based lectures, I asked students to perform a task de-
rived from simple instructions that encouraged improvisation.10 Some of these included: “walk 
meaningfully for thirty minutes,” “do something that tests your endurance,” “perform some-
thing from Yoko Ono’s Grapefruit (1964),” “create and repeat an affirmation until it sinks in,” 
“record your body’s movement in the world,” among others.11 The instructions were purpose-
fully capacious and open-ended, allowing room for imagination and creativity. For example, 
in class students and I discussed differences between walking mindfully and meaningfully, a 
distinction that became important to how they approached the exercise. While “moving mind-
fully” might emphasize inward attention, awareness, and presence in one’s own body, “walking 
meaningfully” suggests something more outward-facing and relational. It asks for an inten-
tional engagement with space—one that registers how the body takes up, navigates, and even 
inscribes itself within environments. After learning about Francis Alÿs’s various walks through 
cities, Diane Borsato’s Touching 1000 People (1999/2003), and Richard Long’s A Line Made 
by Walking (1967), students came to understand meaningful movement as something that 
produces trace, however ephemeral. In this sense, meaning is not only internally cultivated but 
also spatially and socially articulated.12 Thus, I pulled from performance histories—including 
postmodern dance, Fluxus, Happenings, Body Art, and Conceptual Art—and especially from 
practices that treated simple actions and everyday gestures as sites of inquiry and meaning. In 
so doing, I wanted to give students opportunity to explore the meaning of mundane move-
ment and behavior in relation to their environment and lived experiences. Such opportunities 
would not only help instantiate more abstract and theoretical ideas, helping anchor the week’s 
assigned topic for discussion (e.g., “brainstorm and sketch out a happening after reading Allan 
Kaprow”), but they would also become the basis for dialogue and critical reflection and con-
sciousness.
	 At first, the vague nature of the instructions intimidated students. Early in the semester, 
I received worried emails from students expressing their confusion; they feared they might be 
interpreting the assigned praxes incorrectly. While I asked all students to carry out the exercises 
on their own time, I required them to describe and reflect on their initial reactions on an online 
discussion board (we used Canvas, our university’s learning management platform). Later, we 
came together in class to compare our different approaches. I encouraged students who felt in-
timidated and confused to share their experiences and concerns. Others chimed in, admitting 
they too felt awkward and unsettled by the lack of direction. Yet these very reactions—silliness, 
discomfort, confusion—quickly became part of the learning. They opened space for students 
to reflect on their expectations of clarity and correctness and to notice how they responded to 
ambiguity. In this way, the praxes turned initial uncertainty into a shared point of connection, 
allowing us to consider how meaning emerges precisely through experimentation and open-
ness.
	 While many of the ideas for the different praxes related, in some way, to the week’s 
topic for discussion, they also drew from my own academic research into histories of experi-
mental art education in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States and Canada, including the 
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conceptual and phenomenological practices adopted at programs like the California Institute 
of the Arts, Nova Scotia College of Art and Design (NSCAD), the Feminist Art Program, and 
the University of Iowa’s (UI) new Intermedia Arts Program. These programs emerged during a 
profound moment of political rupture and social change, when educators and artists alike were 
experimenting with the classroom as a space for resistance and political engagement, while up-
ending traditional models of instruction and artistic practice. In developing the praxes for my 
course, I took inspiration from these histories, and the experiential practices developed therein. 
For instance, one of my first assignments asked students to consider their bodies and move-
ment by performing a dance score first developed by artist and choreographer Elaine Summers, 
which she later carried out at UI with students.13 The instructions were simple: “move every 
part of your body once.”14 Summers understood choreography as a structure. And in particular, 
she understood dance, especially slow, focused movement, as a therapeutic means of develop-
ing embodied sensitivity—a realization of one’s bodily sensations in relation to others and their 
surrounds. For Summers, this awareness became a way to heal and liberate the body. Most of 
my students found the choreography meditative and cathartic, while others found it surpris-
ingly difficult. But in general, their reflections and our subsequent discussions focused on the 
limitations and languages of our own bodies, especially within and against imposed structure 
and form.
	 Another praxis included a submission by a guest artist—an idea that came from David 
Askevold’s famous “Projects Class” in 1971 at NSCAD.15 For this, I asked Vancouver-based 
artist Tristan Sober-Blodgett to mail my class a set of instructions that we could carry out 
individually. (fig. 1) According to Sober-Blodgett’s instructions, which constituted the work 
Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate Number of Meanings (2020), stu-
dents were to consider words associated with three colors: Red, White, and Blue. Specifically, 
Sober-Blodgett asked students “to divide a sheet of paper into thirds,” and write three separate 
lists of words inspired by the color prompts. (figs. 2 and 3) Like the other praxes, the students 
completed the task on their own time and then brought their lists to class for discussion 
and comparison. According to the artist, language, as well as the specific colors, served as an 
“analogue for wider social-political mechanisms,” therefore highlighting a core principle of 
semiotics: that meaning emerges from the relationships between signs and their context. The 
artist also emphasized “the role of context, first in the choice and order of the colors.”16 (fig. 4) 
Ultimately, the students’ different lists signified how “each sign can exist in a web of context 
that is ever shifting to the point of being contradictory.”17

	 This emphasis on language also resonated with our reading of Judith Butler’s theory of 
performativity, where meaning is not fixed but enacted through repeated acts within social 
contexts.18 Each student’s engagement with the color prompts—selecting, writing, and later 
discussing words—performed cultural and political associations, materially enacting the very 
systems of signification the piece sought to illuminate. Sober-Blodgett conceptualized the piece 
specifically for an American audience of students. And because we had just come out of a con-
tentious election in the United States (November 2020), many of the words that students se-
lected in relation to each color—red, white, and blue—were politically motivated (“red state,” 
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“red-blooded American,” “white house,” “white savior,” “boys in blue,” “blue state,” “feeling 
blue”), demonstrating the ways that signs carry social and political power. The artist encour-
aged students to send their words to their congressperson of choice. And while I am unsure of 
how many students did this, the work generated discussion about the capaciousness of sign 
systems and the cultural meanings and practices we associate with them.

	 Following this open-ended model, all of the praxes I proposed were vague and multiva-
lent, and tended to focus on relationships between movement, language, spaces, behaviors, and 
bodies. In the case of Sober-Blodgett’s assignment, this emphasis on language and signification 
was shaped by the artist’s own conceptual concerns, which foregrounded semiotic processes as 
a way of engaging social and political meaning. More broadly, however, my pedagogical aim 
was not to privilege semiotics as a primary framework, but to situate it alongside embodied 
and relational forms of knowing. I wanted students to explore movement, meaning, and pos-
sibility against and within a broad range of rules and restrictions, helping them imagine—and 
re-imagine—the terms of what is possible within imposed systems and structures, whether that 
is a strict score, an open set of directions, or the procedures and norms established by socio-po-
litical systems. These praxes not only made connections between performance art and embod-
iment more immediate and tangible, but they also offered opportunities to come together and 
reflect critically on ourselves, each other, and our shared, situated realities.

Fig. 1. Tristan Sober-Blodgett, Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate Number of Meanings, 
2020
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Fig. 3. Student Interpretations, Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate Number of Meanings, 
2020

Fig. 4. Tristan Sober-Blodgett, Artist statement for Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate 
Number of Meanings, 2020. 

Fig. 2. Tristan Sober-Blodgett, Artist’s own iteration of 
Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate 
Number of Meanings, 2020. Sent to the students as an ex-
ample, accompanying the instructions. 
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Putting it all Together: The Final Assignment
In addition to the foregoing weekly performance praxes, the course culminated with a project 
that asked students to re-perform a famous performance. I used this project as an opportunity 
to discuss the ethics and potential problems with re-performance.19 I also encouraged students 
to consider their own subject positions. Namely how their situation, lived experience, race, 
ability, class, and background could inform their different interpretations.20 Many students 
decided to embrace the anxiety of the pandemic. One student, for instance, re-interpretated 
Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975) by foregrounding quarantine essentials, includ-
ing hand sanitizer, wipes, and toilet paper among the alphabetical list of items. (fig. 5) Anoth-
er student re-performed Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s Washing/Tracks/Maintenance: Outside (July 
23, 1973) by putting specific emphasis on the otherwise invisible and gendered labor and care 
taken by her own mother in the home. (fig. 6) One performance re-interpreted the action 
painting of Jackson Pollock through a queer and feminist lens, incorporating hair pins, hair 
bands, and glitter among the random detritus that fell from their pockets and onto the canvas 
as they danced and flung pink and purple paint. Niki de Saint Phalle’s Tirs (1961) became 
ground for another performance, re-titled here as Therapy in Nine Colors, with a student taking 
a canvas with paint-filled balloons to a shooting range. (fig. 7) Another student found calm and 
consistency in the structure of Alison Knowles’ Identical Lunch (since 1968), re-framing the Fig. 3. Student Interpretations, Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate Number of Meanings, 

2020

Fig. 4. Tristan Sober-Blodgett, Artist statement for Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate 
Number of Meanings, 2020. 

Fig. 2. Tristan Sober-Blodgett, Artist’s own iteration of 
Three Colors, Fifteen to Twenty-One Phrases, Indeterminate 
Number of Meanings, 2020. Sent to the students as an ex-
ample, accompanying the instructions. 
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banality of Knowles’s performance as an opportunity to discuss the repetitive actions of taking 
daily medications for her physical and mental health, something that several students identi-
fied with.21

Fig. 5. Student, still from student presentation, Semiotics of the Home: Covid Edition, 2020; a re-performance of 
Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975).

Fig. 6. Student, still from student presentation, Maintenance and Motherhood, 2020; a re-performance of Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles’s maintenance art performance series, 1973–1974.

Fig. 7. Student, still from student presentation, Therapy in Nine Colors, 2020; a re-performance of Niki de Saint 
Phalle’s Tirs, 1961.
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	 In our last weeks together, the students performed, discussed, or played recordings of 
their re-performances over Zoom, while giving a well-researched, analytical presentation on 
their approach. In preparing for this final component, I asked students to write a proposal and 
situate their chosen work within its historical, theoretical, and artistic contexts, drawing from 
course readings as well as independent research. At the same time, I encouraged them to con-
sider how their own embodied experiences and subject positions shaped their interpretations. 
Their fellow classmates listened, gave constructive feedback, and most often, their genuine 
praise.
	 I, too, was impressed. My students embraced all of these assignments more than I 
ever expected. And I have every reason to consider the class a success. Students did extraor-
dinarily well in the course overall and they remarked in their evaluations how engaged they 
felt throughout the term. While the course met its designated course learning outcomes—
which I developed and described in the syllabus before the course began22—the most profound 
achievements emerged organically through experimentation across the semester: students felt 
connected, we cultivated complex and nuanced discussion, and we managed to achieve an 
intimate, collaborative experience despite the hybrid classroom format. Above all, I believe my 
students walked away from the course not only with a new appreciation for performance art, 
but also with a deeper understanding of the precariousness nature of embodiment and lived, 
phenomenological experience.

Some Cautious Conclusions
There is much to celebrate with this class, especially the creativity and resiliency demonstrated 
by my students. At the same time, in the years since the pandemic I have grown wary of this 
kind of perspective and the ways it might erase the struggles and sacrifices of this moment, 
including what was asked of us by administrators, board members, students, and their parents. 
Instead, I have become more interested in what did not work with this class, and what got lost 
in the transition despite our best efforts: touch and togetherness, the precarious and sometimes 
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uncomfortable texture of relations that exceed the bounds of a flattened screen, our bodies, 
and our messy, shared presence in space together. 
	 As bell hooks reminds us, “being comes from the body. And if we listen to our bod-
ies inside the classroom and out we learn more ways to relate to one another.”23 Indeed for 
hooks, attending to different social and affective interactions becomes a way of encountering 
knowledge differently, especially through embodiment and intersubjective exchange. Thus, 
what makes the field of performance so effective as a critical, radical pedagogy is precisely its 
potential to facilitate these kinds of relations. It can give feeling and form to the embodied, 
sensorial “postures and postulations of everyday life.”24 Looking back, I cannot say with any 
real certainty what each student took from the class. At times our work together felt cathartic 
and generative; other times it felt desperate and unsettled, especially given the throes of the 
pandemic. These different experiences, I think, speak to the conditions under which we were 
learning—conditions that align with what is often described as social-emotional learning or 
trauma-informed pedagogy, where attention to affect, vulnerability, and relational dynamics 
becomes inseparable from the work of learning itself. If anything, those moments of uncer-
tainty did not detract from students’ engagement with the material, but seemed to deepen it, 
even if in ways that resist easy articulation or assessment.25 Perhaps these feelings and encoun-
ters are the point. Not only were they reminders of what was lost and gained, but the very 
moments in which we could learn more ways to relate to one another.
	 I think my course did what it needed to do given the moment, but it was not enough. 
How could it be? Teaching this course again in the years since, I have gained back the physical 
presence my students and I first mourned. But I have also felt the absence of the urgency and 
vulnerability that the pandemic once made palpable. Moving forward, the challenge now is 
how to preserve the empathy and experimental spirit that emerged from crisis, while reassert-
ing the political and pedagogical power of embodied collectivity and situated knowledge, both 
in the classroom together and beyond it.
	 Returning to the original inspiration for this class, Lygia Clark understood the poten-
tial of embodied learning when she developed her propositions with students in Paris after the 
uprisings of May 1968. The protests were deeply shaped by the legacy of French colonialism, 
particularly in North Africa, which fueled anti-imperialist demands alongside broader frustra-
tions with political and social institutions. In the wake of this revolutionary moment, however, 
France experienced a swift conservative backlash and a tightening of political control. Clark 
herself had just fled a brutal military dictatorship in Brazil, and she brought to her work a 
consciousness shaped by government oppression and the colonial legacies of Portuguese rule. 
Thus, for her and her students in Paris, collaborative and embodied learning offered ways to 
heal, to come together, and to re-assess one’s own place within a wider socio-political and re-
lational context, especially in the wake of political trauma and upheaval.
	 Today in the United States, students and educators face increasingly compounded chal-
lenges: political and ideological attacks on higher education, inclusion, and radical inquiry; 
cuts to humanities programs and education; the aftermath and consequences of the pandemic 
and remote/hybrid learning; and the disembodied threat of artificial intelligence (to name 
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only a few). In the years since my initial course, the ethical and political imperatives of perfor-
mance pedagogy have come into sharper relief. Now more than ever students need to connect in 
real, palpable ways, regarding bodies and experiences that are collectively and unevenly formed, 
while harnessing relationality as a framework for critical consciousness and resistance. Moving 
forward, we must remember and preserve what performance pedagogy makes possible: a way to 
feel, to question, and to build otherwise together and through our bodies. It can open a path to-
ward critical consciousness. And it can give space to realize and reconfigure what radical action 
and thought might mean or look like now, especially within or against oppressive systems that 
threaten the integrity of difference and learning.	
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19, no. 3 (February 2015): 7–20; Mia Perry and Carmen Medina, “Embodiment and Perfor-
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Performing Pedagogy: Toward an Art of Politics (State University of New York Press, 1999).
4	 At stake in Clark’s work is that critical reflection offers potential for catharsis, a way 
to come together differently, and space for social and political resistance and transformation. 
Indeed, as Clark put it, “the meaning given to [the propositions] is that there is a socializing in 
time and a joint elaboration in which each individual changes, expressing himself, connecting 
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action with their proposals, which answered the following questions: “How will you approach 
your re-performance? What are the guidelines you will follow? How did you establish these 
guidelines, and why? How will you execute it? Is it feasible? Is it safe? How long will it take? 
Does it include participants? Is it possible within the time frame?” Students understood that 
I would not approve a performance if it was not safe or if it did not meet the college’s code of 
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at the Relationality in American Art conference (The Courtauld, June 2021).
25	 See Janice Carello and Phyllis Thompson, eds., Lessons from the Pandemic: Trauma-In-
formed Approaches to College, Crisis, Change (Palgrave Macmillan, 2021).




